Emotional character design: an emotion-oriented perspective on developing empathy by Yang, Yue
Graduate Theses and Dissertations Iowa State University Capstones, Theses and Dissertations 
2020 
Emotional character design: an emotion-oriented perspective on 
developing empathy 
Yue Yang 
Iowa State University 
Follow this and additional works at: https://lib.dr.iastate.edu/etd 
Recommended Citation 
Yang, Yue, "Emotional character design: an emotion-oriented perspective on developing empathy" (2020). 
Graduate Theses and Dissertations. 18431. 
https://lib.dr.iastate.edu/etd/18431 
This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Iowa State University Capstones, Theses and 
Dissertations at Iowa State University Digital Repository. It has been accepted for inclusion in Graduate Theses and 
Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Iowa State University Digital Repository. For more information, 
please contact digirep@iastate.edu. 







A thesis submitted to the graduate faculty 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of  
MASTER OF FINE ARTS 
 
Major: Graphic Design 
 
Program of Study Committee: 





The student author, whose presentation of the scholarship herein was approved by the program 
of study committee, is solely responsible for the content of this thesis. The Graduate College will 








Copyright © Yue Yang, 2020. All rights reserved. 
 ii 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
                 Page 
TABLE OF CONTENTS ................................................................................................................ ii 
LIST OF FIGURES ....................................................................................................................... iv 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS .............................................................................................................. x 
ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................................... xi 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................... 1 
1.1 The Project Catalyst .................................................................................................................. 1 
1.1.1 Vending for Your Negative ............................................................................................... 1 
1.1.2 Genius Loci ....................................................................................................................... 2 
1.2 Research Question .................................................................................................................... 4 
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW ........................................................................................ 6 
2.1 Empathy .................................................................................................................................... 6 
2.1.1 A Perspective on Empathy ................................................................................................ 9 
2.2 Emotion ................................................................................................................................... 10 
2.2.1 Emotion with Attention ................................................................................................... 11 
2.2.2 Emotion with Memory .................................................................................................... 11 
CHAPTER 3: PRECEDENT WORKS ......................................................................................... 13 
3.1 The Empathy Museum ............................................................................................................ 13 
3.1.1 A Miles in My Shoes ...................................................................................................... 13 
3.1.2 A Thousand and One Book ............................................................................................. 14 
3.1.3 Human Library ................................................................................................................ 16 
3.2 Midsommar ............................................................................................................................. 18 
3.3 Empathy: Path of Whispers .................................................................................................... 20 
3.4 Conceptual Design .................................................................................................................. 21 
CHAPTER 4: CREATIVE PROCESS ......................................................................................... 22 
4.1 A Guide of Color and Emotion ............................................................................................... 22 
4.2 Interview ................................................................................................................................. 25 
4.2.1 Interview Design ............................................................................................................. 25 
4.2.2 Questionnaire .................................................................................................................. 26 
Topic 1: Social Media ....................................................................................................... 26 
Topic 2: Love .................................................................................................................... 27 
Topic 3: Fear ..................................................................................................................... 27 
Topic 4: The Inner Self ..................................................................................................... 27 
4.3 Survey ..................................................................................................................................... 27 
4.3.1 Survey Design ................................................................................................................. 27 
4.3.2 Survey Results ................................................................................................................. 28 
 iii 
CHAPTER 5: CREATIVE RESPONSES .................................................................................... 41 
5.1 The Initial Concept ................................................................................................................. 41 
5.2 Illustrations ............................................................................................................................. 41 
Participant #01 ......................................................................................................................... 43 
Participant #02 ......................................................................................................................... 47 
Participant #03 ......................................................................................................................... 52 
Participant #04 ......................................................................................................................... 57 
Participant #05 ......................................................................................................................... 62 
Participant #06 ......................................................................................................................... 67 
CHAPTER 6: GALLERY WEBSITE .......................................................................................... 73 
CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION ..................................................................................................... 91 
7.1 Summary ................................................................................................................................. 91 
7.2 Limitation ................................................................................................................................ 93 
7.3 Future Studies ......................................................................................................................... 94 
REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................. 96 
APPENDIX A THE EMOTION-FOCUSED INTERVIEW ...................................................... 101 
APPENDIX B THE EMOTION THEORY SURVEY ............................................................... 103 
APPENDIX C THE EMOTION SURVEY ANALYSIS ........................................................... 105 
APPENDIX D IRB DETERMINATION LETTER ................................................................... 107 
 
 iv 
LIST OF FIGURES 
                 Page 
Figure 1. Vending box at Iowa State University............................................................................. 2 
Figure 2. Graphic design studio in downtown Ames, Iowa ............................................................ 3 
Figure 3. The “Machine” performed at night.................................................................................. 4 
Figure 4. A Mile in My Shoes in Denver...................................................................................... 14 
Figure 5. 101 Books: The donated books ..................................................................................... 15 
Figure 6. 101 Books: Online website ............................................................................................ 16 
Figure 7. Human Library .............................................................................................................. 17 
Figure 8. Girls demonstrate empathy with Dani ........................................................................... 19 
Figure 9. Path of Whispers, Gameplay ......................................................................................... 20 
Figure 10. Basic Emotions with Lie to Me star Tim Roth ............................................................ 22 
Figure 11. Wheel of Emotions ...................................................................................................... 23 
Figure 12. Core Emotions ............................................................................................................. 24 
Figure 13. The Intensity of Emotions ........................................................................................... 25 
Figure 14. #01: Results in Color Scale ......................................................................................... 29 
Figure 15. #01: Results in Greyscale ............................................................................................ 30 
 v 
Figure 16. #02: Results in Color Pattern ....................................................................................... 31 
Figure 17. #02: Results in Greyscale ............................................................................................ 32 
Figure 18. #03: Results in Color Pattern ....................................................................................... 33 
Figure 19. #03: Results in Greyscale ............................................................................................ 34 
Figure 20. #05: Results in Color Pattern ....................................................................................... 35 
Figure 21. #05: Results in Greyscale ............................................................................................ 36 
Figure 22. #04: Results in Color Pattern ....................................................................................... 37 
Figure 23. #04: Results in Greyscale ............................................................................................ 38 
Figure 24. #06: Results in Color Pattern ....................................................................................... 39 
Figure 25. #06: Results in Greyscale ............................................................................................ 40 
Figure 26. Initial portrayal of Participants .................................................................................... 42 
Figure 27. Participant #01 ............................................................................................................. 43 
Figure 28. #01: Social media ........................................................................................................ 44 
Figure 29. #01: Love ..................................................................................................................... 45 
Figure 30. #01: Fear ...................................................................................................................... 46 
Figure 31. #01: Inner Self ............................................................................................................. 47 
Figure 32. Participant #02 ............................................................................................................. 48 
 vi 
Figure 33. #02: Social Media ........................................................................................................ 49 
Figure 34. #02: Love ..................................................................................................................... 50 
Figure 35. #03: Fear ...................................................................................................................... 51 
Figure 36. #02: Inner Self ............................................................................................................. 52 
Figure 37. Participant #03 ............................................................................................................. 53 
Figure 38. #03: Social Media ........................................................................................................ 54 
Figure 39. #03: Love ..................................................................................................................... 55 
Figure 40. #03: Fear ...................................................................................................................... 56 
Figure 41. #03: Inner Self ............................................................................................................. 57 
Figure 42. Participant #04 ............................................................................................................. 58 
Figure 43. #04: Social Media ........................................................................................................ 59 
Figure 44. #04: Love ..................................................................................................................... 60 
Figure 45. #04: Fear ...................................................................................................................... 61 
Figure 46. #04: Inner Self ............................................................................................................. 62 
Figure 47. Participant #05 ............................................................................................................. 63 
Figure 48. #05: Social Media ........................................................................................................ 64 
Figure 49. #05: Love ..................................................................................................................... 65 
 vii 
Figure 50. #05: Fear ...................................................................................................................... 66 
Figure 51. #05: Inner Self ............................................................................................................. 67 
Figure 52. Participant #06 ............................................................................................................. 68 
Figure 53. #06: Social media ........................................................................................................ 69 
Figure 54. #06: Love ..................................................................................................................... 70 
Figure 55. #06: Fear ...................................................................................................................... 71 
Figure 56. #06: Inner Self ............................................................................................................. 72 
Figure 57. Home Page with Divecha ............................................................................................ 74 
Figure 58. Home Page with Shamay-Tsoory et al ........................................................................ 74 
Figure 59. Home Page with Author’s Statement .......................................................................... 75 
Figure 60. About Section 1 ........................................................................................................... 75 
Figure 61. About Section 2 ........................................................................................................... 76 
Figure 62. Blog Section 1 ............................................................................................................. 77 
Figure 63. Blog Section 2 ............................................................................................................. 77 
Figure 64. Blog Section 3 ............................................................................................................. 78 
Figure 65. The Cover Art of Social Media ................................................................................... 79 
Figure 66. #01: Social Media ........................................................................................................ 79 
 viii 
Figure 67. #02: Social Media ........................................................................................................ 80 
Figure 68. #03: Social Media ........................................................................................................ 80 
Figure 69. #04: Social Media ........................................................................................................ 81 
Figure 70. #05: Social Media ........................................................................................................ 81 
Figure 71. #06: Social Media ........................................................................................................ 82 
Figure 72. The Cover Art of Love ................................................................................................ 83 
Figure 73. The Cover Art of Fear ................................................................................................. 83 
Figure 74. The Cover Art of Inner Self......................................................................................... 83 
Figure 75. Participant #01 ............................................................................................................. 84 
Figure 76. Participant #02 ............................................................................................................. 85 
Figure 77. Participant #03 ............................................................................................................. 85 
Figure 78. Participant #04 ............................................................................................................. 86 
Figure 79. Participant #05 ............................................................................................................. 86 
Figure 80. Participant #06 ............................................................................................................. 87 
Figure 81. Character Builder Section............................................................................................ 88 
Figure 82. Default Setting of a Character ..................................................................................... 88 
Figure 83. Change Skin Tone ....................................................................................................... 89 
 ix 
Figure 84. Add Core Emotion ....................................................................................................... 89 
Figure 85. Add Elements .............................................................................................................. 90 




I would like to thank my committee chair, Alex Braidwood, and my committee members, 
Anson Call and Daejin Kim, for their patience, guidance, and support throughout this research. I 
would also like to thank Deborah Hauptmann, chair of the Department of Architecture. 
Additionally, I would like to thank each member of the Public Program Team for offering 
opportunities to meet talented artists and designers in Architecture and invest their time teaching 
me about the preciousness of experience design. Thanks also to my classmates, students, and 
other members of the university community for making my learning experience at Iowa State 
University so memorable. Finally, I would like to pay a special thanks to those willing to 















Empathy is composed of cognitive understanding and emotional empathy. With its root 
in interpersonal relationships, cognitive understanding is rational and focuses on specific targets 
based on personal conceptions. On the other hand, emotional empathy directly connects to the 
feelings of others on an emotional level. Attention and memory play an important role in 
decoding information to trigger responses to emotional sources.  
The author developed an online interview and survey using the emotion color wheel 
provided by Robert Plutchik. Six volunteers participated in both types of investigations. The 
interview helped identify consistency among behaviors, language expressions, and emotions in 
four topics: social media, love, fear, and the inner self. The survey ranked the emotions of each 
participant and listed the reasons for the selection. From the results of the interview and survey, 
the author created six series of illustrations. Each series contained a portrayal of the participants 
and four emotional characters. There were 30 pieces of illustrations in total. The author further 
created an online gallery website to present the project's concept, research, and illustrations.  
This study concluded with the evaluation and limitations of empathizing through 
emotional experiences and presenting results in visuals. According to this study, the author also 
proposed ideas for further approaches. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
1.1 The Project Catalyst 
 
Two design explorations from the fall of 2017 and the spring of 2018 catalyzed my work 
on this project. Holding curiosities with emotion and the impact of visual contents, these two 
explorations aimed to discover the connections between input information, affective perception, 
and human behaviors. 
1.1.1 Vending for Your Negative 
Peer competition and academic stress primarily afflict students' personal lives and social 
activities, students often experience anxiety and frustration throughout the semesters. Although 
many people handle these stresses well, some need assistances to facilitate stress management 
and maintain positive attitudes. Therefore, a vending box was designed to distract one's attention 
from any possible negative emotions that might result from stresses (see Figure 1). To use the 
box, participants were asked to insert a note with the name of a negative emotion and the cause 
of the negative were written on. An operator inside the box would collect the notes, randomly 
exchange to a candy, a sticker, or a card with a pun was printed on, and push it out. 
One of the exciting results of placing this project was seeing spontaneous smiles on 
students’ faces. I intended for the vending box to inspire students thinking about what people can 
do about negative emotions and their influences on one’s behavior. The experience of interacting 
with the box allowed students to establish a new understanding of stress, which would make 
them think more positively. 
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In this project, the box collected over 50 notes and exchanged the notes to 100 stickers, 
puns, and candies. Although this project originally targeted at students in college of design, there 
were people who are not students also participated.  
 
Figure 1. Vending box at Iowa State University 
1.1.2 Genius Loci 
The term genius loci originated from Roman mythology. It describes a divine nature that 
would follow a person, place, or thing until their death (“Genius Loci,” 2009). In contemporary 
use, genius loci refer to the spirit of a place in many different contexts. "Alexander Pore firstly 
made this term an important principle in landscape design" (Mckay, 2015), he advised designers 
to consider the influence of culture and environment. Later, this term expanded its weight in 
architecture, which emphasized "a harmony with human culture and nature" (Volger et al., 2006, 
p. 8). While a religious belief associated this concept with the human soul, some people still 
associate genius loci with certain characteristics of a place. Unlike religious beliefs, this term has 
been primarily secularized (Relph, 2015).  
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Inspired by the original concept of genius loci, this project—an animation projection—
was presented at a public space: the back door of a graphic design studio in downtown Ames, 
Iowa (see Figure 2). 
 
Figure 2. Graphic design studio in downtown Ames, Iowa 
I saw the building— graphic design studio —in downtown Ames as a giant machine (see 
Figure 3), which absorbed residents' energies and used the power to create a unique atmosphere. 
When the "machine" performed at night, it played music and emitted color strips, stars, flowing 
arrows, and popping quotations. This projection helped to illustrate Ames designers' 
characteristics for a more general audience. In the end, this project intended to visualize lived 
experience and create a visual identity for a place. 
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Figure 3. The “Machine” performed at night 
 
1.2 Research Question 
 
Everyone will attribute different emotions to various daily activities. While emotions help 
people express their feelings, emotions also help people understand each other and build 
relationships. When conduction previous design explorations, the author noticed that the impact 
of visual content on emotions might not be substantial as time goes by. It was also contagious in 
a small population and affective on human behaviors. The vending box created a positive 
atmosphere that encouraged more students to participate, and the projected animation served as a 
landmark that fueled the interest of Ames residents in design culture. The connections between 
input information, affective perception, and human behaviors seems to be a loop that was 
attached by empathy. By exploring ways of triggering empathy, this study aimed to encourage 
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more inclusiveness for differences on an emotional level. This study focused on several 
following questions: 
1. How does empathy work? 
2. What type of empathy get involved with this empathy loop? 



















CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 Empathy 
 
In the Cambridge English Dictionary, empathy is defined as a capability to allow people 
to feel and understand other's emotions as their own. Because this ability requires understanding 
the different emotional states of others, is empathy characterized by expressing and  
reading emotions?  
Scientists discovered the source of empathy for years. Some of them have presented their 
findings in human mechanism, such as neural system (Carr, 2003), and another part of 
researchers of empathy have held interests in the "theoretical and clinical practice in scientific 
domains" (Esagian et al., 2019, p. 156). Measurements for empathy were developed using a 
visible response through observation and therapy in psychology and pathology. In the mid-
twentieth century, Karl (1963) characterized the ability to empathize as "a correlative response of 
interpersonal relationships" (p. 890). In a recent study, Shamasundar (2018) also indicated that 
the nature of empathy associated with interpersonal communication. Compared with 
neuroscience, interpersonal interactions are bidirectional affected by others' states. In this case, 
modern social psychologists have developed a distinction between two types of empathy: 
"affective and cognitive" (Hodges et al., 2007, p. 296). Scientists also expected the same 
approach as psychiatry's response through brain-scanning studies, such as MRI and fMRI. 
Neuroscientists have discovered that "mirror neurons" and "part of the brain in the medial 




Individuals’ different levels of empathy might be genetic, but empathy is also a learnable 
skill that can get better with practice (Divecha, 2012). Transference happens first before 
empathizing, it is a complex process in which one’s emotion toward a person or thing, as one 
example, unintentionally diverted to a different person or thing. Transference begins in 
childhood for many people, but some might experience this phenomenon in later interpersonal 
relationships. For example, suppose that a mother feels anxiety about bills. Her young son might 
attribute a similar emotion to bills, even though he does not know what a bill is. In this case, the 
son unconsciously redirects his mother's worry, thoughts, and feelings toward himself.  
Redirecting an emotion plays a critical role in language learning and emotional 
expression, especially when positive feelings are redirected. A few years ago, the development of 
empathy was found in children after 12 months of age by collaborative research (Roth et al., 
2011). In a simulation scenario, researchers showed infants a video of crying baby for one 
minute. The video did not evoke any response as the crying baby presenting, which indicated an 
infant could not be contagious by emotions. In another simulation scenario, researchers showed 
older children the same video for the same amount of time. The older children demonstrated 
additional capacities to respond, showing upset, and comforting themselves. Older children begin 
to consolidate a more distinct sense of self begins. They are also able to separate what others 
might feel from their own internal experiences. After developing a short and temporary 
understanding of others’ internal experiences, self-consciousness gradually extends 
toward empathizing. 
As a learning trait, cognitive empathy is a highly active and influential component for 
recognizing others' mental states and perceiving their intended meanings. The frontal lobe 
controls most cognitive skills related to consciousness, "including understanding, language 
 8 
production, and memory" (Villines, 2017). Cognitive empathy also refers to perspective-taking, 
which is how one simulates a reaction in other's situations. For example, imagine that a girl is 
crying. You see her tears, the red rim around her eyes, and her posture—together, these features 
convey sadness and depression. Compared to men’s perceived powerfulness in physical aspects, 
women are often seen as a vulnerable group. Although crying is a natural reaction to irritant 
emotions, it also increases the perceived vulnerability of the person crying. Visual perceptions 
will reinforce one’s cognitive understanding the scene, but these perceptions may not produce 
direct engagement with the girl. Reactions can vary significantly—one might choose to ignore, 
comfort, or help the girl based on personal experiences. According to Jodi Clarke (2020), "our 
society relies on empathy to facilitate connections and forward movement." It is undeniable that 
cognitive empathy can be influenced by our interactions in human society. 
Another element of empathy is affective (also known as emotional) empathy. Affective 
empathy refers to responding appropriately to other’s mental states. For instance, people would 
have a sense of discomfort if seeing someone on fire. Although the discomfort is often 
emotionally, one might recall stronger of the discomfort if they had experiences with burns, even 
trigger a flashback of physical pain, such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Affective 
empathy has such a transitivity that is because “our ability to empathize with emotion relies on 
the emotional contagion system” (Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2008, p. 621).   
The emotional contagion system relates to empathetic behaviors in three different 
emotional states (Hodges et al., 2007, p. 297): 1) Feeling the same as another person. 2) 
Generating personal distress emotion from the understandings of another’s feeling.  
3) Compassion.   
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The third state is quite different from the other two. Compassion is taking actions to 
relieve others from suffering a certain emotion and also lower the generating of personal distress 
emotion. Compassionate responses step a different path from empathy, they do not always 
involve understanding all emotions of another person but that they focus on helping ease the 
suffering of another person (Shaver et al. 1987).  
2.1.1 A Perspective on Empathy 
The research into cognitive empathy and affective empathy addressed the first and second 
research questions. The loop between input information, affective perception, and human 
behaviors seems to involve both types of empathy. However, cognitive understanding tends to be 
much more rational compared to emotional empathy. People often have a strong bias or 
preference based on their experiences, so it would be infrequent to experience another’s feelings 
as if they were our own. Moreover, one's values are shaped by the environment in which they 
grew up; thinking is hard to change in one brief moment or encounter. Besides, empathy has its 
root in interpersonal relationships. The assumption is that by seeing a boy playing with shell 
casings or assembles guns in a war zone, people who live outside the war zone might generate a 
particular feeling for the boy because of a strong contrast with their conceptions of a normal kid. 
However, without interacting with the boy first, does the particular feeling arise when people see 
him holding a gun while standing in a city? Thus, the focus of cognitive empathy could be very 
narrow on a specific target based on personal conceptions or experiences. With the limitations of 
cognitive understanding, empathizing with emotions has been seen as a breakthrough in this 
research.  
Empathy has been seen as a strategy that supports a closer interpersonal relationship 
between designers and clients. This allows designers to set aside their own biases or assumptions 
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and gain more insights into users, mainly when a project involves designing an experience. "In 
today’s global marketplace, companies are being asked to design for increasingly diverse users, 
cultures, and environments" (Battarbee, 2015, p. 1). The demand for empathetic design is 
growing, and the energy of empathetic design has dived into companies, services, and even the 
design industrial culture. A design product’s goal has shifted from simply fulfilling a need to 
creating a more comprehensive real-world experience. More designers are required to touch 
different aspects of life to provide thoughtful solutions, which requires them to be sensitive to 
diversity to provide more choices and experiences to massive audiences. As a progressive 
transition from the traditional graphic design industry to a more diverse collaborative design, 
graphic design is also harnessing other fields' power to explore new possibilities. Due to this 
trend, which is not only limited for graphic designers, designers in all business fields have 




The limbic system is a structure in the human brain that heavily responds to emotions and 
emotional stimulation. The system comprises four parts: hypothalamus, amygdala, hippocampus, 
and limbic cortex (Swenson, 2006). The hippocampus converts experiences to memories and 
stores them in the brain, and then the amygdala attaches emotions to memories. The 
hippocampus and amygdala are located on each side of the thalamus, which helps form and 
process emotions. In addition to storing memories, the hypothalamus functions as a regulator to 
share emotional loads with the human brain and reduce excessive arousal stimuli through 
behaviors, such as facial expressions. 
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2.2.1 Emotion with Attention 
Previous studies have shown that attention is influenced by emotional processing from 
sensory stimuli (Brassen et al., 2010; Shuhei et al., 2012; Morawetz et al., 2010). A driving 
simulator with disturbances was a commonly used experiment in these experiments. Participants 
were asked to complete multiple tasks while driving a vehicle in the simulator, such as playing a 
favorite song and following directions at the same time. The author found two significant 
elements in this type of experiment: the capability for allocating attention and the value of 
emotional sources. The author discovered that when there were emotions attached, people would 
pay more attention. In doing so, the value of emotional sources would increase, generating 
deeper emotions and attention to the source. 
2.2.2 Emotion with Memory 
The correlation between emotion and memory can be traced back to the Zhou Dynasty in 
China. The Book of Rites claimed that memory to sensations would trigger emotions in light of 
the desire to survive, discover, communicate, perform, comfort, and lust. William James (1884), 
a psychologist and philosopher, offered a similar theory. He stated that certain stimuli could 
elicit bodily responses, these responses were taken as experiences that reflected emotions. 
Memories were shaped by emotional experiences stored within a certain time of period 
 (James, 1884). 
In 1968, Atkinson and Shiffrin proposed a structural model of memory that further illustrated 
James’s view (McLeod, 2012).  In their researches, memory consisted of sensory memory (SM), 
working memory (WM), and long-term memory (LM). When sense organs detect information 
and enter into SM, this information then transfers to WM. Only if one keeps repeating the 
process of perceiving the information will the input be stored as LM. Moreover, emotional 
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reactions are part of memories as well. The memory of emotions helps people recall experiences 
or perspectives after events have occurred. The stronger the emotion generates, the faster the 
recollection of experiences or perspectives will be recollected. 
Accordingly, attention and memory played a significant role in shaping emotions toward 
an experience. To explore the application of attention, memory, and emotion in a designed 
experience, the author looked into the current project related to empathy in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3: PRECEDENT WORKS 
3.1 The Empathy Museum 
 
The Empathy Museum was a series of small-scale participatory art projects designed by 
Clare Patey and Roman Krznaric in 2016. The project did not have a permanent home but 
traveled across the United Kingdom, Belgium, Ireland, Australia, Brazil, Siberia, and the United 
States of America. The museum was composed of three exhibitions titled “A Miles in My 
Shoes,” “A Thousand and One Books,” and “Human Library.” Each exhibit promoted the 
practice of placing oneself in another’s position. With a focus on storytelling and dialogue in 
each installation, Patey and Krznaric intended to explore how empathy can transform our 
relationships and help tackle global challenges, such as social prejudice and inequality. 
3.1.1 A Miles in My Shoes 
The “A Miles in My Shoes” installation was a giant shoebox filled with diverse 
collections of shoes from local residents along with audio stories that represented their lives. The 
shoes included the sky-high heels of a drag queen, the rubber boots of a neurosurgeon, the shoes 
of a Syrian refugee, the combat boots of a war veteran, and the skates of a junior ice skating 
champion. An audio recorded story accompanied every pair of shoes and recounted many 
different aspects of their owners’ lives (see Figure 4). As visitors stepped in, the project 
assistants would fit them with a pair of shoes that came from someone in a completely different 
walk of life. Visitors could walk a mile in these shoes while listening to audio narratives of the 
shoe owners’ life. During their time at “A Mile in My Shoes,” visitors were able to experience 
what the feelings might be as another person.  
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Figure 4. A Mile in My Shoes in Denver 
Note: From Anderson [Photograph], by Patey and Krznaric, 2016, 303MAGAZINE 
(https://303magazine.com/2019/07/empathy-museum-denver-biennial/) 
3.1.2 A Thousand and One Book 
The “A Thousand and One Book” installation was a pop-up library in London filled with 
one thousand and one books. The books were donated by the same number of people, each of 
whom loved reading and sharing. The space inside the library was divided into two parts. The 
left side of the space was a wall on which rectangular cards introduced the contents of the books 
(Figure 5). The right side of the space was a wall comprised of multiple bookshelves. Every card 
presented a comment from the book's donor, the book code, and the donor's name. Visitors could 
browse the cards to decide which books were interesting to them. They could then use the codes 
on the cards to find the books on the shelves. Visitors could also take books home or pass them 
on to someone else. After the installation moved to a new city, visitors could check the website 
and see where the books traveled (Figure 6). 
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Figure 5. 101 Books: The donated books 






Figure 6. 101 Books: Online website  
Note: From [Screenshot], by Patey and Krznaric (2016) Empathy Museum 
(https://www.empathymuseum.com/a-thousand-and-one-books/) 
3.1.3 Human Library 
The “Human Library” was a gathering for the public to talk openly about their personal 
and social concerns. Instead of borrowing a book, visitors “borrowed” a person who claimed to 
be the living book. These people were secretaries of the Human Library who came from many 
different professional fields, including fashion, food, home, and multiple generations. For 
example, people who filled in the Home section of the Human Library during the 2016 London 
International Festival of Theatre included: a refugee playwright, a nomadic writer, an interior 
designer, a property manager, and an urban planner. People who filled in the Food section during 
the European Week for Waste Reduction included: a chef, a butcher, and a forager. Additionally, 
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visitors could share their own perspectives by registering themselves as secretaries based on the 
topics in which they were interested. The idea was simple and intuitive: allow personal 
experience to be shared through storytelling, questioning, and reflecting on your life from a new, 
shifted perspective. 
The concept of the human library was initially developed in 2000 by HLO, an 
international nonprofit organization in Copenhagen. The organization aimed to create a 
comfortable place where people could discuss topics forthrightly. Patty adapted the original 
concept and directly put the dialogues in a more public space. She encouraged visitors to quickly 
establishing an empathetic relationship with different people (Figure 7). 
 
Figure 7. Human Library 






Midsommar is the season just before the summer solstice. It is also an important 
celebration that takes place in northern Europe. In Sweden, for example, there have been 
proposals of replacing National Day with a Midsommar celebration (Encyclopedia Britannica, 
2019). The Midsommar Festival is a celebration that praises the sun’s power to offer people life 
and the ability to love.  
Midsommar, a horror movie released last summer in Hungary (Aster, 2019), paired 
elements of the Midsommar festival with a pagan cult. Besides celebrating the festival, the movie 
pitched a group empathy concept in a small community, from physical actions to emotional 
expressions. The story began with two central characters experiencing relationship tensions 
verging on a breakup. They followed a group of friends to Sweden for a mysterious Midsommar 
Festival that occurred once every 90 years, but only to find themselves in terrifying, violent, and 
bizarre experiences. Most of the film’s plot took place in the Harga Village, a small community 
isolated from the outside world. Except for the spoken language, residents communicated with 
each other largely through empathizing, including making a mimetic sound, presenting the same 
facial expression or body gestures, and making bodily contact. For instance, Dani— the main 
actress — found a wooden house and cried alone there over the loss of a family. A girl from the 
village noticed this and immediately invited all the other girls to sit in a circle around Dani. To 
share the same sorrows with her, they touched her body, presented the same facial expression, 




Figure 8. Girls demonstrate empathy with Dani 
Note: From Midsommar [Screenshot], by Aster, 2019, 02:05:05 
Moreover, an elder sacrificed his life during the festival, but he failed the first time. He 
lingered on his last breath of life at the foot of the hill, and the rest of the people stood beside 
him and signed in the same despair. The residences of the Harga Village demonstrated empathy 
in a unique way that connected a group of people as one individual. 
In the movie, two major groups are leading the scenes. One group is men, and another is 
predominately women. The character traits of the male group showed different facets of 
masculine inadequacy. For example, Josh put research ethics aside to sneak pictures of the 
village’s ritual books for academic ambitions. Mark was disrespectful to women, and Christian 
walks away from conflicts. In contrast, women tended to be better positioned to handle 
arguments and face differences. 
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3.3 Empathy: Path of Whispers 
 
Empathy: Path of Whispers, developed by Pixel Night in 2017, is a surrealistic style 
video game. This video game frames an adventure of finding and interacting with missing 
objects to establish a process of emotional empathy with others' feelings. The journey starts after 
the world has collapsed and everywhere has gone dark. A boy lost all his memories and was 
separated from his family the chaos. In this adventure, the player takes the boy's role and plays 
from a first-person perspective. To recover memories, the player spends most of the game 
exploring the abandoned world. Players use a radar device to find the resonating mementos (see 
Figure 9). Once the player interacts with the mementos, the boy's touch triggers an audio 
flashback in which a critical moment is revealed to the boy. 
This game's purpose is to provide players with a perception of others' experiences and 
reflect the boy's memories. Finding connections in the boy’s memory comprises a significant 
portion of the gameplay. As the player starts to piece things together, the boy's story becomes 
much clearer. 
 
Figure 9. Path of Whispers, Gameplay 
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Note: From Pixel Night [Photograph], by Iceberg Interaction, 2017, Steam 
(https://store.steampowered.com/app/291690/Empathy_Path_of_Whispers/) 
 
3.4 Conceptual Design 
 
For many artists, to tell a compelling story is to create an interactive experience with 
characters. Whether an experience goes on-site or in a digital form, the design provides an 
opportunity to generate emotional attention in terms of further recalling a memory. The Empathy 
Museum Project demonstrated the usefulness of physical contact for generating empathy while 
telling a story. People quickly connected their feelings to a specific object or memories from 
what they saw and touched. In comparison, both Midsommar and Path of Whispers provided a 
different angle to shape empathetic experience. Both projects were in digital form and brought 
audiences directly into the characters themselves, and the visuals and audios were designed to 
encourage viewers to generate the same emotion in parallel with scripts' development. Although 
the Empathy Museum, Midsommar, and Path of Whispers took different approaches to explore 
the same topic, they all demonstrated the importance of emotional value. All in all, seizing the 
most valuable emotion that triggers attention and memory in a designed experience seems to 




CHAPTER 4: CREATIVE PROCESS 
4.1 A Guide of Color and Emotion 
 
Based on this finding, the author looked into the usage of emotion in related to graphic 
design. The first thing came into mind that was emoji, it was attractive, memorable, and easy to 
understand. Because facial expressions are universally recognizable and expressive in various 
emotions (Segal, 2020), with simplified facial cues, emoji has become a popular and universal 
language throughout many people’s lives today. Paul Ekman (1990) as early as the 20th century 
interpreted changes in the five facial features and in facial muscles', then categorized them into 
six basic emotions: sadness, contempt, surprise, anger, disgust, and fear (see Figure 10). 
However, if people concealed their true feelings and acted as though nothing had happened, it 
would be difficult to recognize facial cues and understand which emotions they are feeling  
or expressing. 
 
Figure 10. Basic Emotions with Lie to Me star Tim Roth 
Note: From Atom [Photograph], by Eckman and Lie to Me, 2015, Retired--nowwhat 
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(http://www.retired--nowwhat.com/2015/09/facial-expressions-addendum.html) 
As an alternative to analyzing facial expressions, which requires accounting for many 
variables, Robert Plutchik proposed a more stable and comprehensive classification to describe 
general emotional states. He grouped four pairs of contrasting emotions as core emotions: joy 
versus sadness, trust versus disgust, fear versus anger, and surprise versus anticipation (Plutchik, 
1991, p. 65). To illustrate the complex relationship among the core emotions, he used a color 
wheel to expand his classification and allow for different combinations and levels of depths (see 
Figure 11). 
 
Figure 11. Wheel of Emotions 




Plutchik believed that human emotions were multi-dimensional. In his color wheel, the 
eight sectors of primary colors indicate four pairs of core emotions. Each group of contrasting 
emotions is positioned diagonally. In his color wheel, each core emotion increases in intensity as 
the color moves from the outside to the center. The darker the shade, the more intense the 
feeling; in other words, the closer to the center, the more extreme the emotions are (see Figure 
12). For instance, annoyance is the least-intense instantiation of anger, and it presents as a light 
red color. As the red color becomes darker, anger’s intensity becomes higher and annoyance 
turns to be rage.  
 
Figure 12. Core Emotions 
Plutchik (1980) found that human emotions were hybrid as well. The emotions are placed 
above the dash lines that are derivative state of emotions, which are mixed emotions deriving 
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from two core emotions. including single or multiple intensities in the same or different range of 
a core emotion. For example, optimism is a mixed emotion that emerges from the combination of 
joy and anticipation.  
 




For this project, I used Plutchik’s findings about the emotion theory and his emotion 
color wheel, to develop my methods and procedures. I utilized two data collection instruments in 
this thesis: an online interview and an emotion theory survey.  
4.2.1 Interview Design 
Given the study's exploratory nature, a narrative interview helped collect data whereby 
stories were generated. Instead of getting direct answers from the Q&A format, a narrative 
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interview aimed to provide opportunities for participants to share their experiences. Participants 
were selected using a multi-disciplinary sampling strategy to ensure the sample was 
representative of different emotional expressions by topics. 
I created an online interview to gather participants’ different reflections on emotions and 
experiences on four topics: social media, love, fear, and inner self. This online interview invited 
25 volunteers at Iowa State University, in Ames, Iowa. Six volunteers participated. Among all 
respondents, Participant #01 was gender-neutral, Participant #05 and #06 were female, and 
participants #02, #03, and #04 were male. 
4.2.2 Questionnaire 
The interview contained 20 questions overall. Some of the questionnaires deal with the 
same content but phrasing differently, while other questions may not pertain to a specific 
discipline. However, all the questions were unbiased and appropriate to ask. 
At the beginning of the interview, participants were asked for the following demographic 
information: name, gender, and educational background. The purpose was to determine whether 
one’s educational backgrounds would influence participants’ emotional expression and 
behaviors. The entire questionnaire is listed in Appendix A. 
Topic 1: social media  
The questions were aimed to investigate emotional responses in an interpersonal 
relationship, including the choice of platform, mood, posts, and activities. Since social media is 
now understood as a common platform for expressing emotions, many people frequently speak 
up their minds on different platforms. What people displayed on social media generally inform 
about their day-to-day lives. However, it is possible that people post contrary content to their 
own emotion through social media activities. 
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Topic 2: love 
The questions asked about participants' experiences regarding one thing or one person 
about which they care the most. 
Topic 3: Fear 
The questions asked about participants' experiences regarding one thing that they would 
feel scared.  
Topic 4: The Inner Self 
The questions asked about participants' perceptions of themselves, including their 




I applied Plutchik’s emotion theory and his color wheel to this survey in order to 
understand the sequence how emotion form and process. Complete information about this survey 
is listed in Appendix B. 
4.3.1 Survey Design 
The first part of the survey introduced Plutchik’s emotion theory in order to ensure that 
participants understand different classifications of emotions. The second part simplified 
Plutchik’s emotion wheel in a greyscale chart. This part was for the participants to set the rank of 
emotions in each topic, as well as to explain the reason of the ranking.  
Removing colors from Plutchik’s emotion wheel and modifying the wheel into a 
greyscale chart were reasonable. On the one side, colors might visually impact one’s emotions 
toward choices in this survey. Hemphill developed an experiment in 1996 that explored color’s 
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possible influence on emotions. Forty undergraduate students from the University of New South 
Wales and the University of Sydney were divided into two different gender groups––men and 
women—and participants were asked to list their favorite color of clothes. Then they were asked 
to describe their feelings to those colors and explain their choices. As a result, female 
respondents exhibited more positive emotional responses to bright colors than male respondents 
and more negative emotional responses to dark colors. In addition, bright colors gave rise to 
mainly positive emotions, and dark colors produced the opposite feelings (Hemphill, 1996, pp. 
276 -278).  
4.3.2 Survey Results 
The results were placed in two patterns in the analysis: colorization and greyscale. The 
color pattern allowed me to identify the complexity of emotions, the number of emotions, and 
the individual's overall emotional state. The greyscale pattern, on the other hand, illustrated 
evident changes in the value of a tone, including lightness, darkness, and contrast. Although the 
greyscale contained many shares, a narrow band of frequencies was enough to capture how the 
color changed when participant described changes in emotion. After that, the investigator would 
be able to demonstrate an initial expression of the respondents preliminarily. 
Participants ranked their responses in three different ways in the surveys: 1) No 
preference for the ranking of emotions. 2) The selection of emotions based on which one comes 
first. 3) The selection of emotions based on emotional intensity. Complete survey results are 
listed in Appendix C. 
No preference for the ranking of emotions 
Participant #01 did not have any preference for the ranking of emotions, but they 
presented rich and broad emotional responses. Figure 14 lists the main findings from the survey. 
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• Seven of eight emotions were low intensity emotions in topic 1. The only one emotion in 
a high intensity was the feeling of grief. 
• Almost every emotion listed in the survey was selected in topic 2 and topic 3.  
• Four of the seven emotions were core emotions in topic 4. Participant #01 might present 
stronger personality comparing to other three topics. 
• No derivative state was included in all topics of participant #01’s responses. 
 
Figure 14. #01: Results in Color Scale 
In Figure 15, the grey shades made soft changes in topic 2 and topic 4. In the results of 
topic 1 and topic 3, a large dark shade stood out. Because the intensity of an emotion reduced 
from center of the color wheel alongside with the shade of colors changed in depths from dark to 
light. A large dark shade could be significant emotional values that indicate a strong emotional 
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response. To sum up, the investigator presumed that participant #01 often have wealthy emotions 
and seek a well-balanced approach in all topics. 
 
Figure 15. #01: Results in Greyscale 
The selection of emotions based on which one comes first  
The responses of participants #02, #03, and #05 were sorted by the sequence of which 
emotion they identified the first. In each colorized pattern of these respondents, their answers 
were placed in the left-hand column from left to right – earliest to latest. The right-hand column 
illustrated each classification of emotions, their quantity, and their frequency. 
Participant #02: The main findings are listed as following (see Figure 16): 
• Four of five emotions were low intensity emotions in topic 1. The first appearing emotion 
was a feeling of pleasure. 
• The emotional expressions related to topic 3 were simple and straightforward. 
• The derivate state of emotions appeared twice in topic 2 and topic 4. This indicated that 
participant #02 might be more emotional regarding love and self.  
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Figure 16. #02: Results in Color Pattern 
In topic 1, the grey shades were bright and similar to each other, as displayed in Figure 
18. Shades in topic 3 showed a gradual change from low to high-intensity emotions. In contrast, 
in topic 2 and topic 4, other shades were much close to one another except for a high-intense 
emotion in the middle stage (see Figure 17). In summary, I concluded that participant #02 was a 
gentle person who tended to display less emotion. Even though he seemed to experience an 
extremely intense emotion once in a while, he could quickly return to his usual, more  
neutral state.   
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Figure 17. #02: Results in Greyscale 
Participant #03: The main findings are listed as following (see Figure 18): 
• Core emotions appeared in all topics. Most core emotions appeared at the beginning and 
then became either strengthened or weakened. 
• Emotions related to social media, love, and fear appeared less variable and they were in 
small numbers.  
• No derivative state of emotions appeared in any of the topics 
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Figure 18. #03: Results in Color Pattern 
In Figure 19, the shades of grey in all scenarios displayed slight changes. The shades in 
topic 2 and topic 3 gradually declined while the opposite was observed in topic 1. The shades in 
the last topic almost remained flat. As a result, I concluded that participant #03 was a rational 
person who was clear about his emotional state and had regular mood swings. Through 
observing his emotions did change gradually according to his responses, participant #03 might be 






Figure 19. #03: Results in Greyscale 
Participant #05: The main findings are listed as following (see Figure 20): 
• Core emotions appeared exclusively in topic 2. 
• Derivative emotions appeared in all scenarios, and three of four scenarios presented it at a 
later stage of the emotional responses. 
• In topic 1, 3, and 4, emotions about these topics began with low intensity and transitioned 
to appear more complex. 
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Figure 20. #05: Results in Color Pattern 
The shades in topic 1 and topic 4 displayed a small diversity. High-intensity emotions 
appeared at a later stage in the scenarios of love and fear (see Figure 21). A dark shade strongly 
stood out at the later stage of topic 2. From this data, I concluded that participant #05 was a 




Figure 21. #05: Results in Greyscale 
The selection of emotions based on emotional intensity  
The responses of participants #04 and #06 were sorted by the sequence in which they 
reported their emotions. In each colorized pattern of these responses, participants’ answers were 
placed in the left-hand column from left to right—strongest to weakest. The right-hand column 
illustrated each classification of emotions, their quantity, and frequency.  
Participant #04:  The main findings are listed as following (see Figure 22): 
• Core emotions appeared in all topics. Particularly in topic 2 and topic 3, core emotions 
were the central overall emotional responses. 
• Optimism as a derivate state of emotion appeared at the beginning of two different topics: 
social media and the inner self.  
• Participant #04 held more emotional responses in topic 4 compared to other topics. His 




Figure 22. #04: Results in Color Pattern 
In Figure 23, the shades presented gradual changes in topic 1, 2, and 4. The shades 
related to frightening experiences in topic 3 were the darkest and least contrastive. From these 
results, I concluded that participant #04 had clear and straightforward definition about his 




Figure 23. #04: Results in Greyscale 
Participant #06: The main are listed as follows (see Figure 24): 
• Core emotions appeared in all topics.  
• The low-intensity emotions were the dominant feelings at the beginning of three topics: 
social media, love, and fear. 
• Emotions in topic 1 and topic 4 presented a gradually strengthening trend. 
• Comparing to other scenarios, participant #06 identified a smaller number of emotions in 
the topic of social media. 




Figure 24. #06: Results in Color Pattern 
Figure 25 shows a soft change of the greyscale in the scenario of social media, love, and 
the inner self; however, the greyscale transforms sharply in the fear scenario. From these 
findings, I concluded that participant #06 was a person who reacted mildly to both positive and 
negative situations. She demonstrated some restrained reactions to extremely positive or negative 





Figure 25. #06: Results in Greyscale 
By analyzing results from the number of emotions and emotions in color pattern, 
respondents’ choices on emotions might reveal insight about their personalities. Even for the 
same subject matter, six participants presented completely different emotional states. Regarding 
the results from greyscale only using values, it was clear to see how one emotion or several 
emotions transit to another. It was also worth noting that contrastive lightness, darkness, and the 
sudden-switching tones stood out quickly compared to the color patterns, which brought out 
several questions: 
1. Is the high-contrastive value in the greyscale the strongest emotion that appeared on a 
topic for a respondent? If it is, does it empathize with the most powerful emotion of 
an individual approaching cognitive understanding?  
2. Is the high-contrastive value in the greyscale the primary emotion for a respondent’s 
feelings on a topic? If it is, does it empathize with the primary emotion of an 
individual approaching cognitive understanding? 
3. Does the high contrastive value in the greyscale connect with the primary emotional 
value of a respondent? 
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CHAPTER 5: CREATIVE RESPONSES 
5.1 The Initial Concept 
 
My initial idea was to generate an exhibition experience informed by emotional empathy. 
My plan was to create a series of illustrations and wearable mask designs, in hopes that 
interacting with them would allow participants to experience and reflect on different emotions. 
Visitors would be able to see illustrations of six illustrated emotions, put their emotion masks on, 
walk around the crowd, and interact with others. 
To achieve my project goals in a different way, I built a virtual gallery for displaying 
illustrations. There were pages of research articles to further demonstrate the concept of this 
project. Building a website allowed different audiences to abstract emotional value and have a 
landing spot if they looked into the design exploration of emotional empathy in graphic design. 
In addition to functioning as an archive to document the diversity of individuals' emotional 
perceptions, this website also serves as an inspiration for people who step into the world of 
empathetic design and think more deeply about the value of emotions. 
This virtual gallery was named HUEMXN to make the initial concept more informative 
to all gender groups. An “X” was used to symbolize gender-inclusiveness to replace “A” that 
was originally placed in the middle between “M” and “N”. HUEMXN combined with hue to 




The series of emotional character illustrations presented previous interviews and surveys. 
They were designed in a front-view portrait, 11 by 8.5 inches. There were six series of 
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illustrations in total; each series contained an initial portrayal of the participant and four 
emotional characters. There were 30 pieces of graphics in total. I took a direct and clear approach 
to drafting this project. To this end, I utilized a minimalistic style with two-dimensional elements 
and bright colors (Figure 26). 
 
Figure 26. Initial portrayal of Participants 
For the emotional character illustrations, I used colors from Plutchik's color wheel 
corresponding to respondents' survey results. Additionally, the backgrounds were the colors of 
the clothes that the subjects wore on the day they were surveyed. The reason of using colors from 
participants’ clothes in order to create a small contrast between the visual perception and the 
“color” of the emotions participants expressed. I describe my illustrations in further detail below. 
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Participant #01  
Participant #01 are multimedia designers with a background in communication design. 
Although they have a specific focus on how people communicate about gender, they want to 
learn more about perspectives and practices that are different from theirs. The image below is the 
initial portrayal for Participant #01 (see Figure 27).  
 
Figure 27. Participant #01 
Topic 1: Participant #01 primarily used Instagram (IG) and Reddit when they engaged 
with social media. Rather than exhibiting their own daily life, Participant #01 use IG as a 
powerful platform to engage with different artists, to post their own works, and to collect social 
commentaries related to their research. In comparison with what happens in real life, their IG 
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posts commonly do not present reflections on their experiences. Participant #01 used Reddit, as a 
resource website that helped them with new hobbies. In the interview, participant #01 pictured 
their moods on social media similar to how they felt in real lives. As artists in gender 
communication, their desires for supports and commentaries in a distinctive perspective made 
them feel burden. Figure 29 is a representation of Participant #01 reported emotional states in 
which they melt into social media activities.  
 
Figure 28. #01: Social media 
Topic 2: Participant #01 reported feeling the most love from their wife and daughter. 
They supported Participant #01 enormously throughout their process of art creation. They have 
been through many difficulties together, and their happiness and fascination always inspired 
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Participant #01 to innovate. The illustration below portrays Participant #01 as a human-shaped 
and short-circuited light bulb. The bulb turns on when Participant #01 has their wife and 
daughter with them (Figure 29). 
 
Figure 29. #01: Love 
Topic 3: Participant #01 frightens about a possible situation: living apart from their wife 
and daughter. The COVID-19 pandemic is negatively impacting the current political climate in 
the United States, the U.S. government is “restricting immigration amid the pandemic” 
(Norwood, 2020). Since Participant #01’s partner is not a U.S. citizen as they did and the U.S. 
government recently began paying more attention to social media activities once reviewing the 
background of immigration applicants, the marriage of Participant #01 with their partner will 
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face more challenges in the future. They became more cautious about every single word they 
spoke and everything they say publicly, in case this impacting their family’s reunion. According 
to their responses in this topic, I concluded that their feelings were close to be restricted like 
imprisoning behind a bar, although they have freedom of speech (see Figure 30). 
 
Figure 30. #01: Fear 
Topic 4: Participant #01 are always curious about how to be a better person, which was 
reflected in their interview responses about their inner-self. Participant #01 tend to treat other 
people with the same patience, and they seem to have a very strong character with clear goals 
and interests. Therefore, figure 31 presents Participant #01 in a rock shape to indicate their 
 47 
stubbornness and their willingness to endure. Eyes are placed all over the body to reflect their 
interest in examining every angle and their eagerness to discover new things. 
 
Figure 31. #01: Inner Self 
Participant #02  
Participant #02 is a Ph.D. student in material science engineering. His research focuses 
on eliminating cancer cells without harming the human body. When he realized that he was 
making progress, he decided to continue this research and plans on remaining in this field in the 
future. The image below is the initial portrayal of Participant #02 (Figure 32).  
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Figure 32. Participant #02 
Topic 1: IG and Facebook (FB) are the primary social media activities for Participant 
#02. Because he does not have interest in watching TV or reading a newspaper, Participant #02 
believes that FB is a good place to learn about current events from his hometown. On IG, he 
seldom posts or comments but he does go through others’ posts and interact with the  
“trending” page. 
These experiences help explain why, in his survey responses, his greyscale of social 
media displayed less complicated shades. Accordingly, the illustration below depicts Participant 
#02 as a transparent ghost who is wandering between IG and FB to view every event happening 
and every users’ actions on both platforms (Figure 33). 
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Figure 33. #02: Social Media 
Topic 2: In his responses to questions about love, Participant #02 reported cares about his 
wife the most. They had known each other for four years before getting married. His wife always 
takes on the role of protection and care in their relationship, which, Participant #02 explains, 
makes their lives delightful. Figure 34 illustrates Participant #02 as a blossoming plant in a 
greenhouse under his wife's care. The greenhouse may be tight and small, but Participant #02 
feels happiness and a sense of security. 
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Figure 34. #02: Love 
Topic 3: Participant #02 reported being scared of snakes in the past. However, a year of 
teaching biology at Iowa State University required him to place different reptiles, including 
snakes, in his hands through each semester. His fear of snakes is gone now. He reports, some 
animals will still give him goosebumps, but his feelings are far away from being fright—it is 




Figure 35. #03: Fear 
Topic 4: When reflecting upon his inner-self, Participant #02 described himself as a kind 
and empathetic person who has always placed himself in others' positions and considered what 
influenced their decision-making. It is important to him to think of how he wants to be treated by 
others and react appropriately under many different conditions. Even though someone may 
sometimes cause him problems, he tends to think positively about the person and find 
explanations for their decisions.  
Figure 36 illustrates Participant #02 as an independent machine that will automatically 
polish others. The wires connect between the eyes and mechanical arms, indicating his belief that 
whether a person is good or bad depends on how other people view them. 
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Figure 36. #02: Inner Self 
Participant #03  
Participant #03 is an architect from China. He graduated last spring from Iowa State 
University with degrees in architecture and interior design. The image below is the initial 




Figure 37. Participant #03 
Topic 1: WeChat is a form of social media that Participant #03 uses most often. It is the 
most popular social media in mainland China, with broad audiences and a good reputation 
worldwide. Because most of Participant #03's friends live in China, it is convenient for him to 
get in touch with them via WeChat. Moreover, WeChat is not exclusively a messaging platform; 
it also offers many built-in services that allow users to quickly access resources in China, such as 
paying an electricity bill and checking social security payments. Because of their engagement 




Figure 38. #03: Social Media 
Topic 2: When reflecting on love, Participant #03 reported caring about his parents and 
girlfriend the most. Although he uses weekly video calls is to keep in touch with his family, 
Participant #03 misses them very much since he has lived in a different country for ten years. 
Through many difficulties that accompany him being alone and away from home, his girlfriend's 
support has helped Participant #03 cope with homesickness. 
Figure 39 depicts Participant #03 in between two pieces of a heart. Two arms come out 
from the left half of the heart, representing his mother and father. Though they are far from 
Participant #03, they still attempt to offer what they have. The arm coming out from the right 
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half of the heart represents Participant #03's girlfriend; she is hugging him with all of her 
strength. The two pieces of the heart seem capable of connection, but their shapes do not  
entirely fit.  
 
Figure 39. #03: Love 
Topic 3 When he thought about fear, Participant #03 reported that an experience of 
constant failures about the same thing can make him scared and frustrated. Thinking of himself 
stuck in bad planning, or developing a bad strategy even though he persistently looks for 
different solutions, a sense of failure will overwhelm him. Therefore, Figure 40 depicts 
Participant #03 glitch in a Hypertext Transfer Protocol (HTTP 404). Similar to a situation where 
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the internet connection keeps failing and the page is not found, Participant #03 struggles in such 
a state. 
 
Figure 40. #03: Fear 
Topic 4: When reflecting on his inner-self, Participant #03 described himself as an 
introverted person who concentrates intensely on his interests. What people feel about their 
surroundings at the moment is an important matter for Participant #03. Accordingly, Figure 41 
depicts Participant #03 holding a smiling mask and standing among people. A jovial atmosphere 
and pleasant conversations are going around him, but his real thoughts are bothering him behind 
the smiling mask. 
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Figure 41. #03: Inner Self 
Participant #04 
Participant #04 is an undergraduate student in architecture with a background in 
exhibition design. He grew up in a Chinese family and was significantly influenced by traditional 
Chinese culture. The image below is the initial character design for Participant #04 (Figure 42).  
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Figure 42. Participant #04 
Topic 1: IG is Participant #04’s most frequently-used social media platform. As an 
architecture student, Participant #04 noticed that IG has become the dominant advertisement 
platform for many fast-paced architecture firms and ongoing programs. By using IG as a social 
networking platform, Participant #04 easily connects with architects outside of the Midwest. IG 
was once a place where Participant #04 liked to share his personal life and express emotions, but 
after expanding his social network in recent years, he views IG as serving as a different role: it 
has become a platform for sharing his professional works and ideas. IG helps him connect with 




Figure 43. #04: Social Media 
Topic 2: Participant #04 talks about a drawing book, which was used for a core course in 
his first-year study at Iowa State University. The course was about fundamental categories and 
combinations of colors. The drawing book documented a process of developing imagination that 





Figure 44. #04: Love 
Topic 3: There is no one specific object can make Participant #04 scared; rather, he is 
afraid of an accidental event, both visually and emotionally. He believes that fear becomes more 
potent when people can connect the stimulations with their daily or personal experiences. Like 
many scenes in scary movies, the intense music and weird elements suddenly appear in a familiar 
layout. In figure 45, the author roughly depicts a visual trend of fear gradually immersing the 
Participant #04 into the surroundings. 
 61 
 
Figure 45. #04: Fear 
Topic 4: Participant #04 describes himself as an idealistic person who prefers to imagine 
positive outcomes. He was born with an attention deficit, so being an architect and exhibition 
designer becomes a challenge because such symptoms are a struggle for him in higher education. 
Therefore, the illustration depicts Participant #04 as an owl that cherishes his feathers, showing 
the cleaned side of the wings (Figure 46). 
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Figure 46. #04: Inner Self 
Participant #05 
Participant #05 is a Ph. D. student in entomology whose research mainly focuses on the 
monarch butterfly. She was born in Philadelphia, grew up in New Jersey, lived in Delaware as an 
undergraduate, and is currently trying to find her future path in Iowa. The image below is the 




Figure 47. Participant #05 
Topic 1: Participant #05 prefers FB to other platforms. As a result of often moving across 
different states, she gets fewer chances to meet and connect with friends. With FB, it was easy 
for her to build connections and keep in touch; however, the feeling of missing a fantastic event 
and feeling jealous of her friends’ posts made her turn away from using any social platform. 
Attempting to build a neutral and positive character on FB, Participant #05 usually posts 
information regarding mental health, academic research, and daily life. Therefore, figure 48 





Figure 48. #05: Social Media 
Topic 2: Participant #05 talks about her husband. They have known each other since they 
were undergraduates at the University of Philadelphia. As a supportive person, Participant #05’s 
husband helped her see the good side of life and keep positive energy in their marriage. In figure 
49, the illustration portrays Participant #05 as an unpleasant and grayish character; on the 
contrary, her husband is painted brightly. Serving a similar function as a lighthouse on the sea, 
all the negative feelings that reach his sight will be dispelled and turned to happiness. 
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Figure 49. #05: Love 
Topic 3: Snakes of any type can make Participant #05 scream. In any circumstances, she 
prefers to stay away from forests as much as she can; however, her research subject, the monarch 
butterfly, lives deep in the forest, which requires her to work in the woods every year for much 




Figure 50. #05: Fear 
Topic 4: For the inner self, Participant #05 describes herself as both an outgoing and 
introverted person. While she enjoys taking on different challenges, she also considers the 
probability of success beforehand. Accordingly, figure 51 portrays Participant #05 as a large 
bottle that is full of emotions. Some emotions gush out from one side, while others are blocked 




Figure 51. #05: Inner Self 
Participant #06 
Participant #06 is a former student in finance and management information systems at 
Iowa State University. She recently graduated and moved back to her hometown. The image 




Figure 52. Participant #06 
Topic 1: Participant #06 favors using IG for her social activities. With a clear and 
straightforward interface, IG made her experience more comfortable to navigate than other social 
media platforms. Participant #06 enjoys sharing her personal life on her IG account, including 
travel photos, memories, and self-recorded videos; however, all her posts are post-modified and 







Figure 53. #06: Social media 
Topic 2: The person who Participant #06 cared about the most is her father. As she 
recalls, her father is an outstanding person who has strong leadership qualities and is 
continuously engaged in work. She often feels both a sense of security but also the pressures to 
live up to his standards. The illustration depicts this character carrying a turtle shell on its head. 
The turtle shell is heavy and keeps her away connecting with others. In the image below, 
Participant #06 uses one hand to hold the turtle shell and tries to lift it; this action gives an idea 





Figure 54. #06: Love 
Topic 3: COVID-19 brought panic and disruptions to our everyday experience that makes 
Participant #06 feel threatened. A few months ago, she decided to take a flight back home, which 
was a stressful journey that she did not want to repeat. It increased the risks of getting infected or 
spreading the virus to someone whom she cares about. The illustration pictured Participant #06 




Figure 55. #06: Fear 
Topic 4: For the inner self, Participant #06 describes herself as a rational and introverted 
person who treats others as friendly as she can. With the hope of not causing conflict or problems 
for anyone else, she tends to be loyal and honest with friends. The illustration depicts Participant 
#06 with two emotional characteristics. On one side, she is similar to a princess who strings 
along with her thoughts and belief; on the other side, she is similar to a knight who is loyal to her 






Figure 56. #06: Inner Self 
 73 
CHAPTER 6: GALLERY WEBSITE  
By comparing various websites, web applications, and mobile applications to showcase 
current project, the author found that building a website would be the most effective way to 
display content and direct to relevant information via links or search engines. A website could be 
user-friendly and globally accessible for all visitors. It could be subscribed to in various ways, 
but a website would also be fussier for sending new updates than pushing notifications on a 
smartphone. 
A virtual gallery was created with a dark theme and bold fonts for headings. There are 
good reasons to choose black texts on a light color theme—such as contrast, readability, and 
appropriate atmosphere for a certain subject—but with a wide range of highly saturated colors 
and shades in depths that were provided by Plutchik’s emotion wheel and applied in this project, 
a clean and dark background would be able to help illustrations stand out and encourage visitors 
interact with this website. Here is the link: https://xd.adobe.com/view/2b74afef-69d3-4db1-87b7-
9ae26004b65a-7e27/screen/6f101f1d-be35-4f21-8436-156824ef9279?fullscreen&hints=off 
The website featured five sections: Homepage, About, Blog, Illustration, and Character 
Builder. The homepage was the main page of the website with two selected citations from 
previous chapters (see Figure 57 - 58) and one statement that was concluded by the author (see 
Figure 59).  
 74 
 
Figure 57. Home Page with Divecha 
 




Figure 59. Home Page with Author’s Statement 
The About section was to briefly introduce the primary research by Robert Plutchik that 
supported this project (see Figure 60 - 61).  
 
Figure 60. About Section 1 
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Figure 61. About Section 2 
The blog page presented two design explorations in the past that catalyzed this project 
(see Figure 62 - 64).   
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Figure 62. Blog Section 1 
 
Figure 63. Blog Section 2 
 78 
 
Figure 64. Blog Section 3 
As for the Illustration section, thirty graphics were sorted by topics and characters. 
Graphics in the same topic were categorized together. For example, Figure 65 presented cover art 
for social media. With a short paragraph preview of the topic, the cover art was designed to get 
visitors’ attentions and interests to a specific approach. Under this topic, Figure 66 to Figure 71 





Figure 65. The Cover Art of Social Media 
 




Figure 67. #02: Social Media 
 
Figure 68. #03: Social Media 
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Figure 69. #04: Social Media 
 
Figure 70. #05: Social Media 
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Figure 71. #06: Social Media 
For other topics, each started with cover art and a short preview in this section (see 
Figure 72 - 74). 
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Figure 72. The Cover Art of Love 
 
Figure 73. The Cover Art of Fear 
 
Figure 74. The Cover Art of Inner Self 
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Figure 75 to Figure 80 presented how graphics were listed by characters. With the title 
and major of each participant placed on the right-hand column, the portrayals were designed as 
cover art to encourage visitors to discover one’s emotional character one by one.   
 
Figure 75. Participant #01 
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Figure 76. Participant #02 
 
 
Figure 77. Participant #03 
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Figure 78. Participant #04 
 
Figure 79. Participant #05 
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Figure 80. Participant #06 
A customizable system of modular characters was the last section of the gallery website, 
which was called Character Builder (see Figure 81). Visitors could create their unique emotional 
characters or portrayals and save the graphics for their personal use. The modifications included 
backdrops, skin tone, hair style, accessories, clothes, color palate, element, and text (see Figures 
82 - 85). After creating an emotional character, visitors could also leave their thoughts or share 





Figure 81. Character Builder Section 
 
Figure 82. Default Setting of a Character 
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Figure 83. Change Skin Tone 
 
Figure 84. Add Core Emotion 
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Figure 85. Add Elements 
 
Figure 86. Change Backdrops 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 
7.1 Summary 
 
Graphic design has changed as a field over the past century. The graphic design industry 
is harnessing the power of other fields to explore new possibilities, which provides more choices 
and experiences to massive audiences. In this trend, empathetic design comes to the forefront. 
The growing demand for empathetic design has found its way into companies, services, and even 
industrial culture. At the same time, the goal of a design product has shifted from simply 
fulfilling a need to creating more comprehensive real-world experiences. Empathy, on the one 
side, is a strategy for designers to gain more insights into users. On the other side, it requires 
designers to touch on different aspects of life to provide thoughtful solutions. 
This study explored the connection between input information, affective perspective, and 
human behaviors. There were three research questions: 1) How does empathy work? 2) What 
type of empathy is involved with the loop between connections between input information, 
affective perception, and human behaviors? 3) Do graphics influence emotion toward empathy? 
While exploring current projects and finalizing design concept, more questions were provided.   
As both a genetic and learnable skill, empathy has two primary forms: cognitive empathy 
and emotional empathy. The former is a highly active and influential component in recognizing 
others' mental states and perceiving the intended meanings. The latter involves directly 
connecting to one's feelings on an emotional level. Compared to emotional empathy, cognitive 
empathy is quite rational based on personal conceptions. The focus of cognitive empathy could 
also be very narrow on a specific target. Due to these limitations, emotional empathy has seen as 
a breakthrough in this project. 
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Emotional empathy relies on a contagious emotional system to feel others’ emotions. 
Generating personal distress also has significant weight in this system. To process an emotion, 
attention and memory also play important roles in an experience. The author explored three 
current projects related to the application of attention, memory, and emotion in a designed 
experience: 1) a traveling pop-up exhibition called The Empathy Museum, 2) a horror movie 
called Midsommar, 3) a surrealistic video game called Path of Whispers developed by Pixel 
Night in 2017. As a result, seizing the most valuable emotion that triggers attention and memory 
in a designed experience could evoke a great sense of empathy.  
The author developed an online interview and survey based on Plutchik’s research. 
Plutchik’s color wheel was a useful starting point to standardize the range of emotions; however, 
the derivate states of emotions were more valuable than the singular emotions. As the survey 
results revealed, people usually have at least two emotions on a given a subject. Emotions 
influenced each other to shape personal experiences with unique characteristics.  
The interview identified consistency among the behaviors, language expressions, and 
emotions in four topics (social media, love, fear, and the inner self). The survey was used to 
understand the sequence of emotions. Six volunteers participated in both interviews and surveys.  
This study analyzed survey results in two patterns: colorization and greyscale. Six 
participants presented three different ways of ranking emotions during the survey. There were 
three questions related to the participants’ answers in the survey that were brought out: 1) Is the 
high-contrastive value in the greyscale the strongest emotion that appeared on a topic for a 
respondent? If it is, does it empathize with the most powerful emotion of an individual 
approaching cognitive understanding? 2) Is the high-contrastive value in the greyscale the 
primary emotion for a respondent’s feelings on a topic? If it is, does it empathize with the 
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dominant emotion of an individual approaching cognitive understanding? 3) Does the high-
contrastive value in the greyscale connect with the primary emotional value of a respondent? 
According to audio-recorded notes from the interviews and the survey results, the author 
designed thirty illustrations. A set of illustration contained one initial portrayal of the participant 
and four emotional characters for each participant. The development of the illustrations answered 
the questions from the survey results. First, the high contrastive value presented in the greyscale 
is not necessarily the strongest and dominant emotion for a participant. Second, the high 
contrastive value in the greyscale does indeed connect with the primary source of an emotional 
response for a respondent. Finally, the author created a gallery website to present research, 
concepts, design processes, and final results to online audiences. The gallery featured five 
sections: Homepage, About, Blog, Illustration, and Character Builder to encourage visitors to 




Limitations arose while interviewing participants, analyzing survey results, and creating 
illustrations. First, the sample size of the online interviews and surveys was too small. 
Conclusions from the samples were not sufficiently representative, which might affect the 
reliability of this study. In the process of selecting samples, although a random sampling was 
used to avoid overlapping individuals with similar backgrounds, two participants with similar 
backgrounds came together in the end. Second, it is hard to distinguish whether a participant is 
telling truth in an online interview. It is possible that people react opposite to their true feelings 
when they are influenced by various factors. Third, the personalities concluded by the authors 
based on the survey results are not completely consistent with the participants. The use of 
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greyscale simplified the diversity of emotions, instead neglecting the saturation of the colors. 
Color changes its saturation alongside emotion move from center to the outside in Plutchik's 
emotion color wheel. The high contrastive value of grey tones may represent a darker shade of 
emotion rather than a dominant emotion. In the end, the creation of illustrations is based on the 
author's subjective understanding of the input information. What the participants have expressed 
and the author's understandings may be biased during the process of interview. Therefore, the 
illustrations may not fully interpret or represent participants' feelings. In the meanwhile, people 
who are outside this study may also perceive different perspectives on the illustrations based on 
their own conceptions.  
 
7.3 Future Studies 
 
In future research, the force of empathizing with emotional values can provide a better 
user experience. First, the appearance of a product will be a direct emotional response to what 
users feel. By providing an emotional interface on medical devices, for instance, people can pay 
more attention to mental health while taking care of physical recovery. Sometimes, it might not a 
bodily illness, but the mentality toward the disease that defeats a person. 
Another exploration in emotional character designs can involve the virtual community and a 
global ranking system. For instance, by providing a social website, people can open the website 
once a day to build an emotional character, tag the feeling with core emotions, and post. The 
website will calculate each emotion's number and rank them; this approach would present 
diverse emotional values to improve understanding and inclusiveness. Moreover, there could be 
a massive cooperation event, such as beating an angry fire monster. All users have to work 
together to create and post their emotional characters to decrease the monster's angry power 
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(AP). By unlocking inclusive rewards for their emotional characters, people can have an 
experience to see the power of different emotions.   
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